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On March 16, El Salvador will hold legislative and municipal elections, marking the second nationallevel electoral contest since the civil war ended in 1992. Although 13 parties are running candidates,
the two front runners the governing Alianza Republicana Nacionalista (ARENA) and the Frente
Farabundo Marti para la Liberacion Nacional (FMLN) are expected to win the vast majority of
mayoralties and congressional seats.
According to the latest opinion polls, those two parties are in a statistical dead heat, signalling a
sharp decline in ARENA's popularity and a significant jump in the FMLN's electoral strength since
the 1994 general elections. About 3 million Salvadorans are registered to vote in the upcoming
elections, and they will choose 84 deputies to the National Congress and 262 mayors and municipal
councils around the country. In the legislative vote, 20 national-level representatives will be elected.
The remaining 64 representatives will be elected at the departmental level, with the number of
deputies in each of the country's 14 departments determined by the size of the local population.
The department of San Salvador the nation's most populated zone with nearly 30% of the registered
electorate will contribute 16 of the 64 departmental representatives. Of the 13 parties that registered
to compete in the elections, only eight presented a complete slate of congressional candidates:
ARENA, the FMLN, Democrata Cristiana (PDC), Convergencia Democratica (CD), Conciliacion
Nacional (PCN), Movimiento de Unidad (MU), Solidaridad Nacional (MSN), and Renovacion Social
Cristiano (PRSC). The remaining five Pueblo Libre (PL), Liberal Democrata (PLD), Pueblo Unido
Nuevo Trato (PUNTO), Partido Democrata (PD), and Movimiento Autentico Social (MAS) only
managed to register congressional candidates in some departments, as well as candidates in some
mayoral races.

Election reforms place small parties at major disadvantage
It is unlikely that most of the five parties with partial slates will be able to win the number of votes
necessary to maintain their legal standing, largely because of reforms to the election code enacted
in November 1996. Under the amendments approved by ARENA and other conservative parties
in the legislature all parties must now win at least 3% of the valid votes to maintain their legal
statutes. Previously, parties only needed 1% of the valid votes. And, even if the smaller parties pool
their strength and form a coalition, the joint ticket must now win 6% of the valid votes cast for the
individual parties in the coalition to retain legal recognition.
Making matters worse, the reforms prohibit parties that have no representatives in Congress from
receiving state funds to finance their campaigns. That excludes all five of the parties with partial
slates, as well as the MSN and the PRSC, from receiving public support, thus placing them at a
major disadvantage. In the current campaign, limited resources have forced most of those parties
to run door-to-door crusades, while the larger parties have managed to air frequent TV and radio
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spots. If the small parties do not win the required 3% of the votes, they will find it much harder to
reorganize and participate in future elections.
Under the electoral reforms, a civic group must gather enough endorsements by registered voters to
equal 2% of the valid votes cast, or at least 30,000 signatures, assuming that just 50% of the 3 million
registered voters actually cast ballots on March 16. Previously, parties only needed 3,000 signatures
to gain legal recognition. Latest polls indicate slight edge for FMLN As a result, only five parties are
considered serious contenders in the upcoming elections ARENA, the FMLN, the PDC, the CD, and
the PCN. In the last legislative elections in 1994, ARENA swept the vote, winning 39 congressional
seats and 208 mayoralties.
The FMLN was the runner up with 21 legislative seats, followed by the PDC with 18, and the PCN
with four. The CD and MU, which both ran in coalitions with other parties, each won one seat in
Congress (see NotiSur - Latin American Affairs, 03/25/94, 04/01/94, 04/08/94 and 05/20/94). In the
current elections, the campaign has largely narrowed to a two-party race between ARENA and
the FMLN, with all other parties including the once-powerful PDC lagging far behind in voter
preference polls. Indeed, the PCN, the CD, and the MU will all fight uphill battles to win even
the 3% of votes necessary to retain their legal statutes. The PDC is expected to maintain its legal
recognition without much difficulty, but its representation in Congress will likely plummet, possibly
to a third of its current strength.
The latest public opinion polls show the two front runners in a statistical tie, although the FMLN
has a slight advantage in both the legislative and municipal races. In early February, the Costa Rican
firm Gallup published a survey of 1,200 voters, conducted from Jan. 21-28, that showed the FMLN
leading ARENA by 18% to 15% in voter preference in congressional elections. In mid-February, the
Centro de Investigacion de la Opinion Publica Salvadorena (CIOPS) published another poll that
showed the FMLN leading ARENA 20.8% to 17.72% in the municipal elections, and by 19.74% to
18.30% in the congressional elections. The CIOPS poll, which surveyed 2,400 people nationwide
from Jan. 30-Feb. 2, also showed the PDC with 4.49% of the municipal vote, while all the other
parties had less than 2% of voter preference.
The CIOPS poll has a 4% plus or minus margin of error, which is similar to the Gallup poll.
Consequently, the race is so far too close to call, notwithstanding the FMLN's apparent advantage.
In addition, in both polls, at least 50% of the respondents said they were still undecided, leaving
substantial room for election surprises. Still, the polls indicate a huge drop in ARENA's popularity
since the last elections in 1994, matched by a substantial increase in the FMLN's ratings.
According to Gallup, ARENA has plunged from a 53% preference among voters in June 1994 to
less than 20% at present. In contrast, the FMLN has grown from a 13% approval rating to nearly
20% in the same period. Among other things, intense power struggles inside ARENA have sharply
deteriorated its public image (see NotiSur, 10/06/95, 02/23/96 and 09/20/96). In fact, in early January,
the infighting led to the resignation of three high-level leaders, which may well have influenced
voter responses in the latest surveys. Meanwhile, the FMLN estimates that it will win up to 30 seats
in Congress, and it expects to take control of at least 30 mayoralties, including the capital city, where
the FMLN is running in a coalition with the CD and the MU. The CIOPS poll showed that Hector
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Silva the coalition's candidate in San Salvador has a substantial edge over ARENA candidate Mario
Valiente, who is running for re-election. [Sources: Chapultepec: Five Years Later, Hemispheric
Initiatives, 01/16/97; Inforpress Centroamericana (Guatemala), 11/28/96, 12/12/96, 01/09/97, 01/23/97;
Reuter, 01/20/97, 01/21/97, 01/30/97, 02/01/97; Spanish news service EFE, 01/31/97, 02/17/97; Prensa
Grafica (El Salvador), 01/18-22/97, 01/25/97, 01/30/97, 01/31/97, 02/04/97, 02/06/97, 02/10-12/97]
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